Abstract: This article presents an edition of a Middle English verse tract on alchemy based on Trinity College, Cambridge, MS R. 14. 44 (15 th century). The tract, entitled "Semita Recta Albertus peribet testimonium", is structured as a dialogue between Albertus Magnus, the famous medieval scholar (c. 1200-1280), and Elchy ell, the Queen of the Elves. In the dialogue, Elchyell instructs Albertus on how to produce an alchemical elixir that will produce silver or gold. Besides presenting the edition, this article also places the dialogue in the tradition of alchemical and scientific writing in Middle English. I argue that, as in the case of many other alchemical texts of the period, the author of this tract uses Albertus and the setting of the poem to bestow dignity and credibility on the text. Furthermore, it is shown that the tract exploits several presentation strategies common in other alchemical and scientific texts, such as the verse medium, the dialogue format, the recipe structure and coded language. However, I also demonstrate that this text appears to be unique in the way it utilizes and combines these presentation strategies.
Introduction
This article presents an edition of a 15 th -century English verse tract on alchemy entitled "Semita Recta Albertus peribet testimonium", 'The Right Path Albertus bears witness' (henceforth: Semita Recta). The Semita Recta is cast as a dialogue between Albertus Magnus, the famous 13 th -century scholar, and Elchy ell, the Queen of the Elves. In the dialogue, Elchy ell teaches Albertus how to produce an elixir that will turn mercury into silver and gold, or, alternatively, that will turn silver into gold. The Semita Recta is preserved in two manuscripts: the 15 th -century Trinity 1 I am grateful to Erik Smitterberg and Molly Zahn for reading and commenting upon an earlier version of this article. Naturally, any remaining errors are entirely my own.
College, Cambridge, MS R. 14. 44 (Part IV, ff. 15v-17r), and the 16 th -century London, British Library MS Sloane 3580B (ff. 183v-184v).
In addition to providing an edition of the poem based on Trinity College, Cambridge, R. 14. 44, this article places the Semita Recta in the tradition of alchemical writing. I will demonstrate that, in many ways, this tract epitomizes alchemical texts in general, and Middle English alchemical texts in particular: it is an excellent example of the complex tradition of pseudepigraphy in medieval alchemy, and it illustrates how different genre conventions of alchemical writing could be exploited in English vernacular verse texts.
Alchemy and Alchemical Texts in 15 th -Century England
In England, the practice of alchemy was prohibited by law as early as 1404-1405. 2 Despite this law, however, alchemy seems to have flourished. The reigns of both Henry VI (1422-1461) and Edward IV (1461-1483) witnessed a widespread interest in the pursuit of the philosophers' stone or elixir, which was believed to transmute base metals into silver and gold, or heal bodily diseases and prolong life. 3 This interest is illustrated by the fact that, from at least 1444 onwards, several prominent scholars and physicians successfully petitioned the crown for a license to practice alchemy. 4 Moreover, the number of extant alchemical manuscripts from the 15 th century indicates that numerous alchemical texts must have been in circulation in this period. 5 This in turn suggests that alchemical experimentation was being carried out even more widely than is indicated by the number of license petitions.
Apart from being a golden age for alchemy, the 15 th century is also significant for another reason. It is in this period that alchemical texts begin to be written in English, instead of exclusively in Latin. 6 This trend is of course not peculiar to texts on alchemy; rather, texts in a number of scientific disciplines begin to be vernacularized in this period. 7 A great deal of research has recently been carried out on the characteristics of this vernacularization of scientific texts, with a focus on medical texts. Studies of medical manuscripts and the language of early English texts on medicine have pointed out a number of important linguistic developments and patterns in the transmission and dissemination of texts. 8 These findings are of great value not only for our knowledge of the vernacularization of scientific texts but also in a wider context. They can inform our understanding of the factors that influenced the more general movement that was taking place in late 14 th Although our knowledge of the Englishing of medical texts has been greatly enhanced by recent research, very little is known about the dynamics of the vernacularization of alchemical texts. The simple reason for this is that very few editions and studies of early alchemical texts exist, even though bibliographic works have made available basic information on a large number of vernacular alchemical texts from the 15 th century. 9 Prose texts remain virtually unexplored, 10 whereas the situation for verse texts is slightly better. Many of the surviving verse texts in Middle English were included in Elias Ashmole's Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum (TCB), published in 1652, which has been reprinted several times in the twentieth century.
11 Two poems also exist in modern editions, which contain extensive studies of the poems' sociohistorical context: George Ripley's Compound of Alchymy from 1471 and Thomas Norton's Ordinal of Alchemy from 1477.
12 Most poems, however, do not exist in modern editions that consider the manuscript tradition of the poems, and the structure, content and conventions of alchemical poems remain unstudied. This edition of the Semita Recta and the study of its characteristics address this lack of modern studies. I will also make comparisons with other alchemical poems of the 15 th 
Content
The Semita Recta is a poem of 64 rhymed lines. On the basis of the content, the poem can be divided into several sections. The validity of the alchemical procedure described in the poem is established in the first three lines, where the poem's narrating "I" pronounces it to be one of the best procedures available to create the elixir. Lines 4-8 go on to outline the potency of the elixir, stating that, if it is applied to mercury, it will produce silver or gold (depending on the amount of mercury used), or, if it is applied to silver, it will produce gold. The exposition of the procedure begins in line 9 and continues to the end of the poem (line 64). The setting of this description is a meeting between the medieval scholar Albertus Magnus (c. 1200-1280) and Elchy ell, the Queen of the Elves, in a "weldernesse" outside Damascus (see 4.1). After setting the scene in lines 9-18, the poem outlines the theoretical foundation of the production of the elixir in lines 19-36. This description is given by Elchy ell and is interrupted twice by Albertus with requests for clarification. The poem draws upon the notion common in alchemy that an elixir may be produced by mixing mercury and sulfur. In this context, mercury and sulfur should not be understood as the substances known as mercury and sulfur today; rather, they should be regarded as the two primary constituents or elements of all metals and of the elixir. Simply put, alchemists believed that, since all metals contained mercury and sulfur in different proportions, one metal could be turned into another if the proportions were changed. The means of accomplishing this transmutation was the elixir, which was thought to change the balance of the two constituents by supplying additional mercury or sulfur. 13 After this theoretical discussion, the remaining part of the poem (lines 37-64) is structured as a recipe where Elchy ell provides instructions on how to produce the elixir. Again, Albertus intervenes at a few points with requests for clarification. This section contains anagrams and coded language, which are common features of alchemical literature (see 4.3).
The Structure of the Semita Recta

Characters and Setting
The characters and setting of the Semita Recta provide important clues for our understanding of the poem's authority claim and its place in the tradition of alchemical writing. Although the characters and setting might appear to be fictional from a modern perspective, it is not certain that medieval readers would have perceived them as such. In fact, there are reasons to believe that they were chosen to bestow credibility and dignity on the poem and therefore that readers of the poem would have interpreted them as non-fictional.
As mentioned earlier, one of the two characters in the poem is Albertus Magnus. Interestingly, Albertus's name always appears as simply "Albertus" or "Albert" in the Semita Recta. Although no epithet is given which would help to clearly identify the figure as Albertus Magnus, it is unlikely that anyone but Albertus Magnus is intended. This is suggested by a number of facts known about Albertus Magnus and his association with alchemy. Albertus Magnus was a well-known name in alchemical circles in the Middle Ages and the early modern period. This fame might partly stem from his statements in some authentic writings, in particular De Mineralibus, that alchemical theory is sound. At the same time, he also states that he has never seen alchemical procedures carried out in practice. He is moreover overtly critical of some aspects of alchemy, including the alchemists' over-reliance on earlier authorities instead of first-hand observation. Besides Albertus's predominantly critical attitude towards alchemy, there is also a lack of contemporary evidence suggesting that Albertus Magnus was a practicing alchemist or wrote alchemical texts. however, appear all to have been spurious attributions, probably fueled by Albertus's favorable comments about alchemical theory. Conspicuously, these texts do not begin to appear until after his death and only become common in the 14 th and 15 th centuries. What is particularly significant for this discussion as regards this corpus of writings is that one of the earliest and certainly the most widely disseminated pseudo-Albertan text is a prose treatise that mostly appears under the title Semita Recta in manuscripts. Surviving in more than 40 copies in Latin, the prose text must have been considered a standard work or even a handbook of basic alchemical practice. 16 Together with Albertus's alleged association with alchemy, the appearance of the title Semita Recta in the poem in question thus seems to be a clear indication that the Albertus mentioned in the poem is intended to be Albertus Magnus and that readers would have recognized that.
Even if the "Albertus" of the poem is Albertus Magnus, which the evidence clearly suggests, there is still a problematic issue, namely what Albertus's exact role is in the poem. The appearance of the title Semita Recta in connection with Albertus seems to have led compilers of modern bibliographies to assume that this poem is a verse version of the longer prose text and hence that it should be considered pseudepigraphic. 17 However, such an assumption is fraught with problems. The full title, as it is found in the two extant manuscripts, needs to be considered here: "Semita Recta Albertus peribet testimonium", 'The Right Path Albertus bears witness'. The title does not unequivocally attribute the poem to Albertus; instead, it simply indicates that Albertus attests to the validity of the process, i. e. he bears witness that it constitutes the right path. The structure of the poem lends support to See also P. Grund, "'ffor to make Azure as Albert biddes' . . .", Ambix (forthcoming). The ascription of alchemical writings to notable scholars and clergymen was one of the most characteristic features of medieval alchemy; see e. g. M Pereira's discussion of alchemical writings attributed to the medieval mystic Raymond Lull; M. Pereira, The Alchemical Corpus Attributed to Raymond Lull, XVIII (London: Warburg Institute Surveys and Texts, The Warburg Institute, 1989). 16 Grund, "'ffor to make Azure as Albert biddes' . . .", Ambix (forthcoming). 17 this theory, since the poem seems to consist of several layers. The first eight lines establish the validity of the procedure according to the 'I' or the author of the poem; the actual retelling of the meeting between Albertus and the Queen of the Elves does not begin until line 9. It is significant that the first eight lines contain 'I' forms, whereas the introduction of the dialogue (l. 9 ff.) mentions Albertus in the third person (e. g. "Albertus knew here ful wel I wene | for oftyn beforn he had here sene"). It thus seems that the 'I' of the poem is simply retelling Albertus's experience and is not Albertus himself.
If the verse Semita Recta is not pseudepigraphic, as the evidence seems to indicate, the alleged relationship between the verse and the prose Semita Recta is called into question. Another piece of evidence suggesting that there is no textual relationship between the two is the fact that there is no procedure in the prose Semita Recta that is exactly parallel to the one that is expounded upon by the Queen of the Elves. As mentioned before, the verse Semita Recta describes an elixir produced by the mixing of sulfur and mercury. Although such ideas are also found in the prose text, there is all the same no obvious connection between the specifics of the procedures described in the two texts. It is also true that instructions that call for the use of sulfur and mercury are commonplace in alchemical writings. 18 Consequently, naming the verse dialogue Semita Recta may of course be an allusion to the popular, widely circulated prose text, but there is no indication that the intention was to emulate in verse the prose Semita Recta. The aim may instead be to exploit the fame of Albertus as an alchemist, and the renown of the prose Semita Recta, to gain authority and credibility.
Casting the Queen of the Elves as Albertus's instructor in the poem does not necessarily detract from the poem's claim of authority. In fact, it may have been part of a conscious strategy, taking advantage of Albertus's reputation as a man possessing 18 I have only consulted a limited number of printed and manuscript versions of the Latin Semita Recta (see P. Grund, "'ffor to make Azure as Albert biddes' . . .", forthcoming). There seems to be some uniformity among the manuscripts, but there are also copies of the text that present widely aberrant versions. Naturally, there may exist, or have existed, a version which contained the procedure outlined in the verse dialogue. 26 It is thus possible that, by using Damascus as the setting, the author of the Semita Recta wanted to conjure up associations with alchemy and other mythical legends to give even more weight to his alchemical text. Although there is no obvious, historical connection between Albertus and Damascus, the fact that they both enjoyed legend status and the fact that they were both associated with alchemy might have been enough to make their appearance in the same context credible.
Medium, Structure and Presentation Strategy
The fact that the Semita Recta is written in verse firmly anchors the text in a well-established tradition, not the least in an English alchemical context. The writing of scientific texts in verse was not an uncommon phenomenon in the Middle Ages, and the tradition of scientific or didactic poetry goes back at least as far as Classical Antiquity. 27 30 The Semita Recta also belongs to this tradition: it does not appear to have a Latin Vorlage.
31
Like the verse format of the Semita Recta, the overall structure and presentation strategy of the poem also anchor it firmly in the tradition of alchemical writing. Both the dialogue structure and the sequence of instructions formulated as a recipe are found in other alchemical texts of the period, in prose as well as verse. However, the amalgamation of the two strategies evidenced in the Semita Recta seems to be rare. The dialogue format is a common didactic feature of scholastic texts, and it is found in instructive texts of various kinds throughout the Middle Ages.
33 I. Taavitsainen, who has investigated the use of the dialogue format in medical texts, stresses that, in vernacular English texts of the 15 th century, dialogues are exclusively structured as a series of questions and answers without specified participants. Dialogues on medical matters where the questioner and respondent are identified, on the other hand, do not appear until the middle of the 16 th century. 34 The situation is quite different for Middle English alchemical writings. Dialogues occur both in prose and verse with explicitly named participants, mostly in the formulaic form of a father and his son or a master and his disciple. Dialogues between participants of a less formulaic nature, i. e. where the participants have given names, as in the English version of the name Morienus), a mythical alchemist of the 7 th or 8 th century AD (see 4.1), and Merlin, the legendary wizard most often connected with King Arthur, appear in alchemical texts as adepts of the art or originators of alchemical writings. 36 However, the Merlin-Morien dialogue unfolds as an ordinary father and son dialogue, where, peculiarly, Merlin is the son of Morien. It is thus uncertain whether later alchemists actually equated the participants in this dialogue with the mythical alchemists. 37 Furthermore, unlike the Semita Recta, this dialogue does not provide a detailed setting, but simply starts "As the Child Merlin sat on hys father's knee". 38 Hence, the Semita Recta is to my knowledge unique among Middle English alchemical poems in exploiting the dialogue format as it does. The pains taken over providing a setting for the Semita Recta should probably be connected with its authority claim: furnishing the poem with a detailed context would have enhanced its credibility.
The actual teaching of the Queen of the Elves is cast as a recipe, which follows most of the conventions of recipe writing. 39 The structure of this part of the poem relies heavily on imperative verb forms conveying instructions such as take (ll. 39, 44, 61), temper 'mix' (l. 44), put (l. 46), distil (l. 51), and dissolve (l. 62). Exact measurements of the substances to be used are also given: "14 peny weyte" (l. 40) and "half an vnce & 3," (l. 63). The temporal sequence of the procedure is stressed with the help of the adverb then (thanne, than: ll. 43 40 However, the way that these conventions are used makes the Semita Recta special, if not unique. I have argued elsewhere that alchemical poems which exhibit features of this kind fall into two broad categories. 41 The first category comprises alchemical poems that contain recipe-like features but do not employ them throughout the poems. Rather, the sequences formulated as recipes are found together with passages of a more expository or descriptive character. These poems in particular tend to use analogies, symbols and metaphors. In displaying these characteristics, this category of poems is related to alchemical tracts and treatises in prose, in which there is often a mixture of practical and theoretical passages. 42 The second category comprises alchemical poems that are consistently formulated as recipes, that is, they provide instructions throughout on how to produce the elixir or some other substance, or they give advice on how to carry out a certain alchemical procedure. An example of this kind of poem is found in British Library, MS Harley 2407 (late 15 th century), ff. 29v-31v. This untitled poem, which begins "Now I schal here begynne | to teche the now a conclusion", describes the production of an elixir and how more of this elixir should be made. It provides specific measurements for the substances to be employed and gives practical advice on procedures and equipment. Poems of this category are more similar to prose recipes than to alchemical tracts and treatises. 40 Interestingly, the Semita Recta seems to straddle the two categories. It resembles poems in the first category in that it is not structured as a recipe throughout; rather the sequence with recipe features is embedded in a more descriptive or narrative context. It also contains coded language, as will be shown in 4.3. However, the Semita Recta is similar to the second category of poems in that it provides exact measurements and consistently employs recipelike features in the instructive passage.
Alchemical Language
The identity of some of the substances and procedures described in the Semita Recta is obscured by its use of coded language. The use of codes is common in all types of alchemical writing and is related to a number of other linguistic strategies found in alchemical texts. These strategies were presumably exploited to hide the art from the uninitiated. 43 There is a clear parallel case to the Semita Recta in the verse dialogue between Merlin and Morien (see 4.2): both texts use anagrams as well as codes of a more complex character.
The Semita Recta uses a number of different coding schemes. In a few items, it seems to employ a strategy where the coded word needs to be read from back to front and the third and fifth letters need to be supplied, as in Atyscam for 'Marcasyta' (l. 39), 44 Retelas (ll. 50, 58) for 'sallpeter', and Erupus (l. 59) for 'sulphure'. A similar strategy may be behind Sugasigi (l. 46) for 'ignis magnus', but this word needs to be read from back to front and three letters need to be supplied: 〈n〉 as the third letter, 〈m〉 as the sixth letter and another 〈n〉 as the ninth letter. In other cases, a completely different strategy seems to be used. The word odufn (or odnfu, l. 42) seems to be an anagram for 'found', i. e. 'mix', 'fuse', and Animul (l. 61) an anagram for 'alumin', i. e. 'alum'. Possibly, Iamoriltu (ll. 49, 57) is an anagram for 'uitriolam', though it is difficult to account for why a Latin accusative form would be employed. 45 In yet other cases, the identity of the substance is difficult to determine and it cannot be ruled out that the code has been corrupted in the transmission of the text. The possibility of confusion and misinterpretation caused by textual transmission is seen in a comparison between the two extant copies of the Semita Recta, which differ in a number of words (see the critical apparatus, 5.3 below): e. g. Almuga vs. almigill (l. 41), Ergraf vs. argrall (l. 43), and Artasape vs. asartasape (l. 45).
There are a few codes that I have not been able to decipher with any degree of confidence: Almuga (l. 41), Ergraf (l. 43), Enycoroteal (l. 43), murcann (l. 44) and Artasape ('a paste'?, l. 45). 46 
Manuscripts and Edition
The Manuscripts
As mentioned above, the Semita Recta appears in two manuscripts: Trinity College, Cambridge, MS R. 14. 44 (Part IV, ff. 15v-17r) and London, British Library MS Sloane 3580B (ff. 183v-184v). 47 R. 14. 44 is a 15 th -century codex containing a variety of scientific material. The codex comprises several different booklets 45 The normal Latin form for vitriol is vitriolum (OED s. v. vitriol) 46 Interestingly, a similar strategy of anagramming is found in the alchemical prose tract preceding the Semita Recta in Trinity College, Cambridge, R. 14. 44, ff. 15r-15v ("Now ffadyr I wele ow schewe pe priuyte & pe praktys . . ."). Both of the texts are written in the same hand and the similarities between the two may suggest that they were copied from the same source or that both texts were produced by the scribe of R. 14. 44. I have not been able to find any other copies of the prose tract in Voigts and Kurtz 2001. 47 copied in different hands. Part IV, in which the Semita Recta appears, is largely written in the hand of one and the same scribe, probably from the second half of the 15 th century. The dialect of this scribe has been located to Norfolk by LALME (LP 669). 48 Furthermore, an account in a different hand, which appears in f. 18r, contains references to places around Cambridge, including Saham, Fordham, Ely, Hadenham and Necton.
British Library MS Sloane 3580B and its partner volume MS Sloane 3580A together make up a collection of alchemical writings copied by one Thomas Potter in 1579-1580. I have not been able to find any information on Potter in standard biographies.
The two copies of the Semita Recta differ substantially in some verses. Line 16 of the poem is omitted in Sloane 3580B, and the latter manuscript also changes the word order in line 51, thus disrupting the rhyme. There are also a number of other lines where the reading of MS R. 14. 44 seems more contextually suitable (see e. g. lines 33 and 46). In line 30, on the other hand, the syntax of Sloane 3580B is better "ࣕ [i. e. mercury] & Sulphur are divers in kinde" than that of MS R. 14. 44 "in mercurye and Sulphur arn dyuers kende". Furthermore, in Line 41, R. 14. 44 reads "sche seyde", whereas Sloane 3580B has "2 z" (i. e. 'two ounces'), both of which are plausible in the context. There is also minor variation throughout the poem in word order, inflection and form words such as than, there, so etc. Since there are only two extant copies of the Semita Recta, the exact relationship between them is difficult to determine, but R. 14. 44 is the more complete copy, since it contains line 16. Sloane 3580B could be a copy of R. 14. 44, but it is perhaps more likely that it derives from a different copy which may or may not have been based on R. 14. 44. The reading in line 30, which is more syntactically suitable in Sloane 3580B than in MS R. 14. 44, may indicate that Sloane 3580B was based on a different copy or that the scribe emended the text. I have edited R. 14. 44 
Variants
Variants from BL Sloane 3580B (ff. 183v-184v). The line number is from the edition (Trinity College, R. 14. 44, Part IV, ff. 15v-17r). & Sulphur are divers in kinde" seems more suitable in the context both as regards syntax and meaning. The point of the argument is that mercury and sulfur are different types of substances. 30 quod elchi el: Elchy ell's answer follows in line 31. 32 and pat is werkyng more naturalye: This line can be interpreted in two ways. In the first interpretation, pat is the subject and is werkyng is a progressive verb phrase. The meaning would then be 'that [i. e. the making of sulfur out of mercury] is/works more in accordance with nature". In the other interpretation, werkyng is a noun, referring back to the process of making sulfur out of mercury.
[N]aturalye would in this case be an adjective. The second reading is perhaps less likely since naturally as an adjective is only recorded once in the MED (s. v. naturali) and with the meaning 'suitable', 'naturally suited'. Another possibility is that the verbal noun werkyng has retained enough verbal force to allow modification with an adverb. 51 33-36 ffor mercurye wele . . .where pat Sulphur was: The syntax of these lines is unclear. The first argument seems to be that mercury alone cannot be made into a good metal. To puttyn . . . should probably be taken as a tautologous continuation of prouabyll 'capable of being tested' (see MED s. v. provable). The sense would then be 'for mercury will not be a metal capable of being tried or put to the test'. "[H]e faylyth his vertuis all" would in this intepretation be taken with lines 35-36: 'he loses all his virtues unless that sulfur does not pass through him which is made or had where that sulfur was [i. e. made and had]'. The relative clause would refer back to line 31, where it is stated that sulfur must be made of mercury. The sense would be that the sulfur created from mercury must stay (i. e. not pass through) with the mercury in order for a proper metal to be created. Alternatively, line 34 should be taken as parenthetical: ('if he is put to the test, he loses all his virtues'). However, I have not been able to find other examples of an infinitive used with this kind of conditional force. 
Ergraf:
It is unclear what word is intended here. A verb of some sort indicating removal is expected since it is followed by away. A small 〈e〉 is written on top of the capital 〈E〉, probably as a clarification.
